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Flexi bil ity is the key to vic tory, and air power is the key to flexi bil ity.

—Un known

It de pends.

—Weap ons School un of fi cial stan dard an swer

AIRPOWER is nei ther in her ently
stra te gic nor tac ti cal in na ture, but 
it is in her ently flexi ble. This is the
key to co erc ing our ene mies

through air power, and fail ure to rec og nize
this fun da men tal truth has led many air -
power theo rists astray. Air power is but one
of the tools avail able to the mili tary com -
mander, and that tool may be ap plied in
dif fer ent ways at sev eral dif fer ent lev els of
war. To pro claim that a sin gle ap proach
against a cer tain tar get set will al ways suc -
ceed, ig nores the fact that cir cum stances
sur round ing dif fer ent con flicts can be
vastly dis simi lar. This ar ti cle shows the
link ages be tween the vari ous ac cepted
types of co er cive strat egy and the ways
they are more de scribed as points along a
sin gle con tin uum of mili tary op tions
rather than as sepa rate, iso lated strate gies.
The de ci sion as to which por tion of that
con tin uum to employ—and at what level
of war—can be made only af ter ex am in ing
the con text within which a par ticu lar con -
flict exis ts.

Terms Defined
To set the stage, I must first give my own

defi ni tions of sev eral key terms. Most of
these re sem ble the defi ni tions used by such
theo rists as Tho mas Schell ing1 and Rob ert
Pape,2 but to avoid con fu sion, I will give the 
reader my ex act mean ing.

Co er cion is the use of force ei ther to com -
pel the en emy to cease an ac tion or to de ter
him from start ing one. The al ter na tive to

co er cion is brute force, which is de scribed as 
the straight for ward de struc tion of an ene -
my’s ca pa bil ity to re sist, leav ing him no
choice other than un con di tional sur ren der.
Co er cion re quires that the en emy make a
con scious de ci sion to quit, prior to com plete 
mili tary de feat, while he still has an op tion
to con tinue mili tary re sis tance.3 Of the two
types of co er cion, com pel lence is more dif -
fi cult to achieve than de ter rence, par tially
due to in er tia within the en emy sys tem.
This in er tia is a key con cept in Gra ham Al li -
son’s “or gan iza tional pro cess” model, in
which in sti tu tions have dif fi culty ac cept ing
co erced change to ac tions they have put in
mo tion.4

The lev els of war are com monly de fined as 
stra te gic, op era tional, and tac ti cal. As de -
fined in cur rent joint doc trine,5 the stra te gic 
level is that level at which a na tion or coa li -
tion de ter mines se cu rity ob jec tives and
guid ance. Op era tional art, work ing at the
op era tional level of war, “links the tac ti cal
em ploy ment of forces to the stra te gic ob jec -
tives.”6 Op era tional art gov erns the or gani -
za tion, de ploy ment, in te gra tion, and
con duct of ma jor cam paigns and op era tions. 
Proper lead er ship at this level guides the di -
rec tion and co or di na tion of tac ti cal forces
within the thea ter. Tac ti cal doc trine (tac tics)
pro vides de tailed guid ance to com bat units
for win ning in di vid ual en gage ments. De -
scrib ing air power, as used to tar get the en -
emy, we can fur ther re fine each of the lev els
of war. At the stra te gic level lies the de ter mi -
na tion of what mili tary ob jec tive(s) we wish 
to achieve by tar get ing the en emy. De ci sions 
at this level of war are con cerned with
large- scale sys temic ef fects on the en emy
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and are di rectly in flu enced by na tional pol -
icy. At the op era tional level, we de cide
which tar gets to at tack, from which plat -
forms, and how to co or di nate those plat -
forms in or der to achieve our mili tary
ob jec tives. The op era tional level bridges the
gap be tween get ting “bombs on tar get” and
in flu enc ing en emy pol icy. In cur rent air -
power doc trine, the joint force air com po -
nent com mander (JFACC) acts at the
op era tional level through de vices such as
the air task ing or der (ATO). At the bot tom is
the tac ti cal level, which is con cerned with
how best to at tack each aim point while
avoid ing en emy threats. Too of ten we tend
to con cen trate most of our in tel li gence at
the tac ti cal level, rather than look ing for
high- level sys tem ef fects and in di ca tors that
the en emy is ad just ing his pol icy in re -
sponse to our at tacks; it is much eas ier to
count bomb cra ters than to ana lyze po liti cal 

re ac tions. An other fac tor seems to be that
strategic- level re sults take much longer to
achieve than tactical- level ef fects, so time
must be in cluded in the de ci sion as to
which level to in flu ence di rectly.

Air power, to a much greater ex tent than
sur face forces, has the ca pa bil ity to at tack at
any of the three lev els of war—this is what I
mean by stat ing that air power is in her ently
flexi ble. We can eas ily be come con fused,
how ever, be tween the level of war at which
we are op er at ing and the level the tar get oc -
cu pies. For ex am ple, we would con sider a
strike by a flight of four fight ers to be a tac -
ti cal op era tion since they are op er at ing at
our tac ti cal level of war. The same four fight -
ers, how ever, could be tar geted against en -
emy troops in the field (ene my’s tac ti cal
level), en emy thea ter head quar ters (ene my’s
op era tional level), or en emy in dus trial fa cili -
ties (ene my’s stra te gic level). In deed, the es -
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sence of the re cent USAF in te gra tion of Stra -
te gic Air Com mand and Tac ti cal Air Com -
mand into a sin gle Air Com bat Com mand
was the con cept that there are no tac ti cal or
stra te gic de liv ery plat forms—only tac ti cal or
stra te gic tar gets. The pri mary dis crimi na tor
of which level the tar get oc cu pies is based
on the de sired di rect ef fect of hit ting that
tar get. Since all tar gets are at tacked with the
ul ti mate stra te gic goal of win ning the war, it
is this first- order di rect ef fect that de ter -
mines the tar get’s level of war. I have used
air- to- ground tar get ing as an ex am ple be -
cause it clearly il lus trates the pro cess; other
as pects of air power such as air su pe ri or ity
and air lift op era tions can have their pri mary 
im pact at vari ous lev els as well.

De nial is a form of co er cion that re lies on
re duc ing or elimi nat ing the ene my’s abil ity
to re sist. It can stem ei ther from a di rect as -
sault on the ene my’s fielded forces or from
an at tack on some criti cal area that crip ples

the en emy strat egy. De nial tar gets tend to be 
lo cated close to the front lines and are nor -
mally at tacked us ing close air sup port or in -
ter dic tion meth ods. Deep at tack can also be
de nial, es pe cially when the tar gets are mili -
tary in na ture, such as com mand and con -
trol (C  2) cen ters. De nial strat egy leads to
change in the en emy pol icy through his
physi cal in abil ity to con tinue em ploy ing
that pol icy.7

My defi ni tion for pun ish ment is a strat egy 
that uses de struc tion of those things the en -
emy val ues most as the mecha nism for
achiev ing co er cion. This could be pain and
suf fer ing in flicted on his ci vil ian popu la -
tion, de struc tion of pro duc tion ca pac ity
criti cal to his eco nomic well- being, or any -
thing else that he val ues highly. Pun ish ment 
achieves pol icy change through moral
mecha nisms; ei ther the en emy gov ern ment
is over thrown by a re volt or coup or the en -
emy gov ern ment it self finds that it can not

A UNIFIED FIELD THEORY    73

De struc tion of Re pub li can Guard units dur ing the Gulf War rep re sents a com bined de nial / pun ish ment strat egy.



bear the pun ish ment and agrees to change
its course of ac tion.8

Risk strat egy is a varia tion of pun ish ment
strat egy, dif fer ing mainly in the tim ing and
tempo of em ploy ment. With a risk ap proach,
a short, meas ured at tack is made on en emy
high- value tar gets, fol lowed by a pause for the
en emy to re flect on what con tinu ing the war
is likely to cost him. If no pol icy ad just ment is 
forth com ing, re newed at tacks are made that
es ca late the level of de struc tion. The pri mary
mecha nism at work is not the high level of
pun ish ment al ready re ceived, but fear of what
con tinu ing the war will cost the en emy in the
fu ture.9 For a risk strat egy to suc ceed, there
must be enough high- value tar gets left to the
en emy for fu ture costs to be co er cive. This
fact, cou pled with the re quire ment for slow es -
ca la tion with pe ri odic breaks in the vio lence,
tends to keep risk strat egy from reach ing the

same lev els of vio lence as so ci ated with ei -
ther de nial or pun ishment.

De capi ta tion  strat egy is dif fer ent from the 
oth ers in that it is de fined not by the co er -
cive mecha nism, but by the tar get set we
must at tack to in flu ence the en emy. This
method tar gets the en emy lead er ship and C2

com mand ap pa ra tus and may in clude di rect
at tack aimed at kill ing the lead er ship of an
en emy na tion.10 The mecha nism may be ei -
ther de nial or pun ish ment in na ture.11 By
de stroy ing the en emy C2 net work, we may
deny him the abil ity to con trol his mili tary
units or pro vide them in tel li gence, re sult ing 
in an easy vic tory for our fielded forces. Ad -
di tion ally, most lead ers place high value on
their per sonal sur vival, even if ca pa ble suc -
ces sors ex ist. The new dic ta tor, whose prede -
ces sor was turned into a smok ing hole by a
laser- guided bomb, may quickly ad just his
per sonal cost/bene fit analy sis of con tinu ing
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the war. This al lows de capi ta tion to work
through a risk mecha nism as well, since the
new leader is likely de terred by fear of fu -
ture cost to his own life. It should be noted
here that many na tions ad here to a pol icy of 
not tar get ing spe cific in di vid ual lead ers; this 
was the stated pol icy of the United States
dur ing the Gulf War.12

 Problems with Single-
Focus Strategies

With these defi ni tions in mind, let us ex -
am ine some of the dif fi cul ties as so ci ated
with try ing to keep the vari ous theo reti cal
strate gies sepa rated. The typi cal dis tinc tion
between de nial and pun ish ment is that the 
first is coun ter force while the sec ond is

coun ter value. This sepa ra tion fails if we at -
tack an en emy who highly val ues his fielded 
forces. One can ar gue that in the Gulf War,
Sad dam’s Re pub li can Guard mat tered more
to him than the safety and com fort of his
own ci vil ians, given the re pres sive na ture of
his re gime and the key role the Re pub li can
Guard played (and still plays, un for tu nately) 
in that re pres sion. In this con text, it ap pears 
that tar get ing the Re pub li can Guard rep re -
sented both de nial and pun ish ment, since
with one blow we would have de nied Sad -
dam the use of his best fight ing forces and
de stroyed one of his most val ued pos ses -
sions.13

Sepa rat ing risk and pun ish ment strate gies 
can also be dif fi cult, if not im pos si ble.
When one looks at the mecha nisms at work, 
it seems that each strat egy em ploys por tions 
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of the other, and the dif fer ence is really just
a mat ter of de gree. Since the main op era -
tional differ ence is tim ing and tempo, who 
is to say that all en emy na tions will see the 
same strat egy as grad ual or quick? Pun ish -
ment strat egy em pha sizes dam age al ready
caused, but there must be some threat of
dam age to come, or there would be no co -
er cive value. If an en emy took a ter ri ble
beat ing but knew that to mor row would
bring no fur ther at tacks or suf fer ing, he
would not be likely to give in. Like wise,
risk strat egy re lies on dam age and suf fer -
ing al ready caused to show the en emy what 
the fu ture will hold if he doesn’t ad just his 
ac tions. Both strate gies, there fore, rely on
the com bi na tion of dam age al ready caused 
and the threat of fu ture dam age if they are
to have any ef fect. The ques tions of past
ver sus fu ture and tempo of op era tions are
really just shades of gray.

Greater prob lems in keep ing the vari ous
strate gies sepa rated arise when the lev els of
war are viewed as a syn er gis tic whole.
Well- known air power theo rists such as Giu -
lio Douhet,14 Al ex an der de Sev er sky,15 Pape, 
and John War den all pro pose a sin gle strat -
egy that ap pears to work in a simi lar fash -
ion at all lev els of war. But is that really the
case? For ex am ple, can we not em ploy a de -
capi ta tion strat egy at the tac ti cal level and
achieve the in di rect ef fect of de nial at the
op era tional level? Clas sic pun ish ment theo -
rists such as Douhet fo cused ex clu sively on
the use of pun ish ment at the stra te gic level,
ig nor ing the of ten times more ef fec tive use
of pun ish ment at the tac ti cal level by at -
tack ing en emy fielded forces.

Mod ern ex am ples ex ist as well. Re sults
from the Gulf War show strong evi dence
that many Iraqi troops de fected or were
made in ef fec tive by coa li tion bomb ing.16

This had the in di rect ef fect of de nial at the
op era tional level, since those forces which
had been “pun ished” at the tac ti cal level
were no longer ca pa ble of fight ing for Sad -
dam. Like wise, de nial at the tac ti cal level
may lead to risk ef fects at higher lev els, as
seems to have been the case in Bos nia af ter
Op era tion De lib er ate Force. By in ca paci tat ing

their heavy forces through a de nial cam paign, 
we placed the Bosnian Serbs in what ap pears
to have been a situa tion of un ac cept able risk
from the com bined Croat/Mus lim ground of -
fen sive, and they agreed to re spect the re main -
ing safe ha vens and at tend a set tle ment
con fer ence.17

The bot tom line is that we can not fo cus
on a sin gle type of strat egy and hope to em -
ploy it alone to achieve our goals. We must
ex am ine each of the lev els of war for the de -
sired out come and look at how the in di rect
ef fects cas cade through the sys tem. All of
the vari ous mecha nisms for co er cion may
come into play, and the re sult ing op por tu ni -
ties will be missed if not fore seen.

The Unified Approach
Instead of try ing to dis tin guish sepa rate

strate gies, with all of the dif fi culty as so ci -
ated with that task, I pro pose that co er cive
air power is best em ployed through a sin gle 
all- encompassing strat egy that I term the
uni fied ap proach . This rec og nizes that vari -
ous fac tors will af fect the de ci sion as to
which tar gets to at tack, and at what level of
in ten sity and du ra tion, while the di rect and 
in di rect re sults will of ten be ob tained
through sev eral mecha nisms. The in her -
ently flexi ble na ture of air power al lows for
this, and does not de mand that we set our
fa vor ite tar get set down on stone tab lets for
the ages. Carl von Clause witz rightly saw
criti cal analy sis as the fun da men tal key to
mili tary suc cess, and the abil ity to iden tify
cor rectly the ene my’s cen ter of grav ity in
no way im plies that all ene mies, in all wars, 
must have the same cen ter of grav ity. It is
just as lu di crous to sug gest that air power
can al ways be suc cess ful by bomb ing ci vil -
ians, lead er ship, or fielded forces (or any
other “pet” tar get set). The fol low ing ma -
trix dis plays the vari ous clas si cal strate gies
and the lo ca tion where “sin gle fo cus” theo -
rists main tain that the proper ap pli ca tion of 
air power lies. Some theorists pre dict suc -
cess by em ploy ment at more than one
level of war:
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A uni fied ap proach would be to step back
and take in the en tire ma trix first and then
fo cus on where a par ticu lar con flict’s best
ap pli ca tion of air power lies.

I be lieve that the uni fied ap proach fits
well with the theo ries of air power es -
poused by Sir John Sles sor18 and Wil liam
Sher man,19 two air theo rists who have not
re ceived the same level of ex po sure as
Douhet, War den, or Pape. They both took
a more bal anced view of the use of air -

power to co erce an en emy, al low ing for tac -
ti cal or stra te gic ap pli ca tions against dif fer -
ent targets as needed. This view also
em braces the idea of joint op era tions and
does not at tempt to place air power on the
ped es tal of single- handedly win ning all fu -
ture wars. In stead of fo cus ing on a sin gle
block in the strat egy/lev els of war ma trix,
these theo rists ad vo cated view ing the en -
tire pic ture and shift ing from block to
block as con di tions dic tated.
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Analytical Framework
 versus

 Preordained Strategy
The key to proper use of co er cive air power

lies not in an iso lated, world- beating strat egy,
but in the ana lyti cal frame work used to de -
cide which mecha nism(s) to em ploy. Air power 
com mand ers and plan ners must ex am ine each 
case for those ar eas the en emy val ues most,
the lo ca tion of his physi cal weak points, po -
liti cal con straints that will af fect em ploy ment, 
types of ex pected feed back, the amount of
time the strat egy has be fore re sults must be
seen, and a host of other fac tors that di rectly
af fect the de ci sion. Due to the in her ent limi ta -
tions of mili tary in tel li gence, a re al is tic ap -

proach must be used that does not re quire all
of these ques tions to be fully an swered.
Clause witz wrote about the dif fer ences be -
tween “real war” and “war on pa per,” and
these dif fer ences ap ply to air power to day.20 To 
ex pect to know ex actly how any en emy will
re act to, say, hav ing his C 2 lines cut is un wise;
to base an en tire strat egy on al ways hav ing
that knowl edge would be ar ro gant in the ex -
treme.

All of the mecha nisms of co er cive air -
power—de nial, de capi ta tion, pun ish ment,
and risk—must be taken into ac count. In -
stead of call ing these sepa rate strate gies,
how ever, the uni fied strat egy lists these as

dif fer ent meth ods at work within the same
over ly ing strat egy. Given the “fog of plan -
ning,” it may in deed be best to plan for sev -
eral par al lel ef fects in the hope that one or
two will ac tu ally work as ex pected. This was 
true of the fi nal air power plan in the Gulf
War, which used both de capi ta tion—through 
de struc tion of key com mand, con trol, com -
mu ni ca ton, com put ers, and in tel li gence
(C4I) nodes  and de nial by di rectly tar get -
ing the for ward Iraqi units.21 Peo ple are still
de bat ing which method worked (or whether
they both worked); ei ther way, we won the
war in large part due to co er cive air power.

Nu clear weap ons have a dem on strated de -
struc tive po ten tial that no na tion can ig -
nore; there fore, risk strat egy has worked
well for de ter rence at the nu clear level.
When na tions com mit to pro tracted con ven -
tional war, how ever, risk from air power
tends to not be greater than the risks al ready 
ex posed by go ing to war in the first place.
Viet nam was a prime ex am ple, in that the
North was com mit ted to vic tory at a higher
cost than we were will ing to in flict.22 For a
risk mecha nism to work, the dam age risked
must be greater (usu ally far greater) than
what the en emy is will ing to ac cept.

De nial mecha nisms tend to be more ef -
fec tive when the en emy forces are stressed
in as many ways as pos si ble. At tack ing the
ene my’s pe tro leum, oil, and lu bri cants
(POL) stor age and sup ply lines might have
lit tle ef fect if he is in a static de fense, but it
will have much greater im pact if the en emy
is ad vanc ing or re treat ing rap idly and us ing
up his POL stocks. Bomb ing sup plies of
food and wa ter for en emy troops can be dev -
as tat ing in hos tile cli mates such as des ert or
arc tic ar eas, but if the en emy can eas ily live
off the land he oc cu pies, a dif fer ent tar get
set will proba bly be bet ter.

De capi ta tion mecha nisms work best
against highly cen tral ized and tightly co or -
di nated units (such as the United States Air
Force). An en emy that prac tices lib eral use
of Auf trag stak tik23 will be much less af -
fected, since his doc trine al lows for units to 
be out of con tact for long pe ri ods and
permits jun ior com mand ers to ex er cise their
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ini- tia tive to keep fight ing to ward the ob -
jec tive. Loosely co or di nated forces are of -
ten less ef fec tive, how ever, and forc ing the
en emy to adopt such a pos ture through
threat of de capi ta tion may have its own
bene fits. Proper in tel li gence on en emy doc -
trine is ob vi ously criti cal.

Jointness
His tory seems to show that air power can

have its great est co er cive ef fect when em -
ployed in con junc tion with other forces. The 
uni fied ap proach lends it self to joint op era -
tions, since all one has to do is ex pand the
mecha nism scale to in clude the im pact of
land and sea op era tions on the en emy at the
vari ous lev els of war. No ta bly, as the “cur -
rent fash ion” of air power strat egy has gone
from pun ish ment through nu clear risk and

Air Land Bat tle, we have yet to see air power
win a de ci sive vic tory with out some help
from sur face forces. Per haps the best an swer 
is reached by re vers ing the ques tion: When
(since 1914) have sur face forces ever won a
de ci sive vic tory with out air power? The an -
swer is “al most never” (the North Viet nam -
ese vic tory in 1975 is a pos si ble case). I
be lieve the fi nal mes sage is that the proper
co er cive use of air power rests with the
greater ques tion of the proper co er cive use
of mili tary power in gen eral. Al though air -
power gives us new ave nues of ap proach
and ways to avoid most of the en emy sur face 
forces en route to a tar get, the ques tion of
what we are try ing to get the en emy to do
(or stop do ing) re mains the same. Ef fec tive
co er cion strat egy re quired ex ami na tion of
the con tex tual vari ables dur ing the Pelo pon -
ne sian War just as much as in the Gulf
War—and in every con flict in be tween.
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